Dear Editor:

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly interrupted educational activities around the world. While these responses are necessary, the speed and scale of which these interruptions occurred cause negative psychological and economic consequences for students and damage career trajectories.

We commend the steps taken here in Canada by federal and provincial governments, universities, and affiliated research institutions to aid students. However, there are additional challenges graduate students face, especially in health sciences, which are amplified among international and Indigenous students. In this letter, we reflect on our own experiences as graduate students in public health during these unprecedented times. A large proportion of the literature has been dedicated to medical students on the frontline, while little is known about the experiences of public health students during the COVID-19 pandemic.

What are students dealing with? {#Sec1}
===============================

Research activities are impacted across Canada which threatens academic and career progression. As students in public health-related fields, many of our projects have been suspended while our supervisors and colleagues are pulled into frontline and organizational responses. Many of us want to help in the response, but face barriers and competing demand. One federal response was the establishment of the National COVID-19 Volunteer Recruitment Campaign; a central registry of volunteers able to assist in case tracking and data collection (Government of Canada [@CR8]). However, at present, roles and responsibilities have not been delegated to applicants. Furthermore, it necessitates unpaid work and program derailment, which is impossible for many students during an economic downturn.

The COVID-19 pandemic places students in challenging financial positions as many are unequipped to manage unforeseen expenses due to extended timelines. The federal government announced additional student support (Prime Minister of Canada [@CR9]), including \$291.6 million to support trainees funded directly through Canadian Institutes of Health Research programs (Canadian Institutes of Health Research [@CR4]), and a \$305 million Indigenous Community Support Fund (Government of Canada [@CR7]). While we recognize the importance of these funding streams, only a small percentage of students will be able to access these funds; thus, we raise questions about how students who do not meet competition criteria will be supported.

International students---who comprise a large demographic of Canadian graduate students---are especially vulnerable financially as many do not meet requirements for federal benefits such as the Canada Emergency Student Benefit (CESB). In response, the government removed work-hour restrictions for international students. Moreover, students who have lost work can apply for the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB). However, many international students were not working prior to the COVID-19 pandemic as they were studying full-time (Study International [@CR10]).

Millions of learners around the globe are facing uncertain futures and experiencing high levels of anxiety and fear about the future of their academic and professional careers. Before COVID-19, one in five post-secondary students experienced one or more mental health conditions (Auerbach et al. [@CR1]). International and Indigenous students away from their families and communities are particularly at risk and feel the burden of completing their studies while shouldering constant fear of the impacts back home (Zhai and Du [@CR12]). Some Indigenous students face tradeoffs between staying near school and returning home to their communities (where they risk introducing COVID-19 to their communities---many of which are ill-equipped to handle a serious outbreak) (Global Citizen [@CR6]).

What can universities do to support students? {#Sec2}
=============================================

Graduate students in public health across Canada represent an untapped resource in public health responses to COVID-19. Although we experience many disruptions, we believe there are new opportunities to leverage our skills.

Despite the unprecedented multisectoral challenges posed by COVID-19, these challenges are met with an upsurge of innovation and collaborative research. As students, we spend years studying the fundamental epidemiology and biostatistics involved in a public health response. Yet, many of us are not mobilized to our full capacity. We are eager to apply our skills while we are sidelined from our own endeavours but also stress the importance of paid opportunities to offset financial challenges. This is an opportune moment to support applied research in real time while building capacity for a strong public health workforce in the future.

The stress from suspended research projects, uncertain timelines, and missed learning and career opportunities is exacerbated by upcoming tuition deadlines. These payments loom over many of us who face uncertain economic situations. We urge universities to decrease or suspend tuition fees in the upcoming terms as we are forced to work remotely without the same calibre of academic, mental, and financial supports (Canada Federation for Students [@CR3]).

What can students be doing to support themselves during this time? {#Sec3}
==================================================================

COVID-19 introduces many challenges for students but also enables many novel opportunities. Students who desire to become involved in COVID-19 responses should actively seek ways to contribute. For support, a range of virtual mental health services are offered in many provinces for students and the general public (BC Ministry of Health [@CR2]). Many health-benefit plans at universities include access to year-round counselling services through the Employee and Family Assistance Programs. We encourage students to communicate with their program administration and explore available services if they find themselves struggling.

Last, the COVID-19 pandemic might be an opportunity to slow the pace of academic culture and focus on our institutional communities to foster an "ethics of care" (Corbera et al. [@CR5]). In our experiences, we have enjoyed faculty-wide virtual meet-ups and presidential updates with musical performances (The University of British Columbia [@CR11]). These unprecedented times allow us to reflect on how the culture of academia might change after the crisis ends and could be an opportunity to shift our cultural norms.

Conclusion {#Sec4}
==========

The COVID-19 pandemic has created many challenges that will have long-lasting effects. However, it also offers many novel opportunities for public health students to learn and contribute. Although institutions will likely benefit from the range of innovation during the pandemic, students will likely suffer many consequences. It is essential that challenges for public health students are acknowledged and that the students are mobilized in meaningful ways.
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